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Scenario construction process 

DRAFT – 7/1/08 

 

Description of thematic scenarios 

 

At working committee meetings in June 2008, staff presented several options for the 

construction of alternative scenarios.  There was general agreement that we construct our 

scenarios using a thematic method.  In thematic scenario construction, each scenario is a 

combination of individual strategies, or a course of action.  The strategies can be grouped 

into thematic scenarios by any method desired; the process for this proposed for CMAP will 

be described later. 

 

The purpose of the scenario evaluation process is not to select one single scenario that will be 

adopted in its entirety.  Instead, it is meant to allow us to examine different potential paths 

that the region could take toward the realization of its vision.  Ultimately, the most effective 

pieces from each one of the scenarios will be chosen and combined into a preferred scenario. 

 

A thematic organization was chosen after examining various other possible methods for 

scenario construction, including: 

• Varying scenarios by intensity, as in the Envision Utah process.  In this construction 

method, one scenario includes no good planning, one includes lots of good planning, 

and the others vary between these bookends.  This model is useful for establishing 

that there is support for planning in general, but it does not help very much in 

prioritizing actions.  Therefore, this is more useful for organizations that are trying to 

create broad support for planning, something that CMAP assumes already exists in 

this region.  However, this method still may have value in terms of communication 

with the general public. 

• Maximizing one goal over another.  For example, an environmental scenario could be 

created which focuses on achieving our environmental goals, and this could be tested 

against an economic or an equity-focused scenario.  While this method is fairly 

simple and easy to explain, it also leads to false choices (environmental actions can 

also be economically beneficial, for example), and it would pit groups of stakeholders 

against each other unproductively. 

• Focus on investment in different areas.  This method assumes that many of our 

region’s resources are committed to maintaining our infrastructure, education, health 

care, and other systems, but that there is a certain amount of discretionary funding.  

Scenarios constructed using this method would focus the investment of this 

discretionary funding on infrastructure versus education, for example.  While this is 

an interesting public policy question (how best can the public sector use its 

resources), it leads to the same unrealistic tradeoffs described above.  Additionally, 

the focus on public sector investment ignores the role of private sector investment or 

other public sector actions such as regulation. 

• Assigning growth to one area or another.  This method would forecast population 

and jobs for different geographies and then adjust these forecasts to determine the 
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effect of faster population growth in Kane County, for example.  This method is 

undesirable given the consensus-based nature of CMAP’s decision-making.  Also, it 

is unrealistic, because neither CMAP nor any other group has the ability to simply 

shift jobs and people between jurisdictions.  While it may lead to interesting results 

concerning the effects of growth in one area or another, it does not lead to a 

prioritization of strategies. 

 

Within thematic scenario construction, there are a variety of ways to assign strategies to 

different scenarios.  It is proposed that CMAP involve its stakeholders and committees in 

this process, as described later in this document. 

 

Key standards met through use of thematic scenarios 

 

Before the decision that thematic scenario construction was the right method, a number of 

baseline scenario features were established to guide the choice of the best scenario 

construction method.  These included the following: 

• Scenarios should be logical and internally consistent, and should also be reasonable 

views of the future, rather than “straw men” which exist to be destroyed.  Thematic 

scenarios can provide more realistic futures than the other methods, which tend 

toward extremes. 

• The purpose of scenarios is to prioritize actions for implementation.  Because 

thematic scenarios are combinations of actions, they can do this.  (So could several 

other of the scenario construction methods, as well.) 

• In comparison to the reference scenario, each scenario should lead to an overall 

improvement in environmental quality, economic competitiveness, equity, and other 

vision themes.  Thematic scenarios can be constructed in a way to ensure that each 

contains strategies to improve the environment, economy, etc.  Other scenario 

options, such as the maximizing of one goal over another, would tend to be less 

balanced, and in some cases, it would be difficult to ensure that this standard were 

met (for example, an economically-focused scenario could easily have a negative 

effect on the environment.) 

• Minimum standards or “floors” should be included in each scenario for basic 

maintenance of the system, continued funding for education, an acceptable level of 

planning for safety and security, etc.  This could actually be accomplished through 

any of the scenario construction methods. 

• Cost constraints should be clear.  This can either be accomplished through holding 

costs equal and ensuring that all scenarios cost the same, or by explicitly stating the 

tradeoffs between benefits and costs (such as higher taxes).  Because thematic 

scenarios are combinations of explicit strategies, either of these methods can work 

with a thematic scenario construction method. 

• Scenarios should be treated as examples that illustrate potential futures, not the full 

range of futures that are available to the region.  This is a key consideration in 

thematic scenarios, and one way in which they may be more difficult to use than 

other options.  They will appear to have a degree of arbitrariness to anyone not 
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involved in their construction.  For example, it is easy to understand that an 

“environment vs economy vs equity” tradeoff is done to provoke thought and 

discussion.  Because the choices involved in thematic scenarios are not so simplistic, 

and the future they describe are more realistic, they may be viewed by some as actual 

choices rather than illustrations. 

• Scenarios should be designed with public communication in mind.  This will be a 

greater challenge for thematic scenarios than for others.  However, it is more 

important to select a scenario construction process that allows the most robust 

analysis possible.  Given sufficient effort and creativity, even the most complex 

processes can be communicated to the public. 

 

In addition to these standards established ahead of time, a number of issues were discussed 

at the working committee meetings which can be accommodated within thematic scenario 

construction.  A key issue was the responsiveness of scenarios to outside forces, such as 

energy prices, overall global economic conditions, and climate change.  This can be 

addressed by doing “robustness testing” after scenarios are constructed.  For each scenario, 

we can ask how much sense that particular combination of actions would make in a future 

with considerably higher energy prices, for example.  Energy usage is likely to be calculated 

for each scenario, so it would be a simple matter to identify the most and least energy-

efficient scenarios.  This may not matter for decision-making now; we need to select a 

preferred set of actions based on the best information that we currently have.  But as we get 

a clearer picture of the future of energy prices, we can re-prioritize our strategies based on 

our changing expectations. 

 

Another critical issue was the place of Chicago within the global economy, as it is clear that 

global trends do affect the region.  There are a variety of actions that can be take in response 

to this, ranging from increased local food production, to specializing in green architecture, to 

centralizing our position as an international freight hub, to trying to save our manufacturing 

jobs, etc.  Which one of these courses of action makes most sense depends largely on one’s 

future expectations.  However, regardless of this, the plan needs to directly address our 

place within the global economy.   

 

Description of proposed process for scenario construction 

 

Based on the consensus that arose from the working committee discussions, staff 

recommends a thematic organization for scenarios.  According to schedule, a description of 

the alternative scenarios will be presented to the Planning Coordinating Committee in 

September and the Board and MPO Policy Committee in October.   

 

An aggressive process to involve interested members of the working committees in the 

construction of thematic scenarios is proposed for the summer.  This involvement is meant 

to ensure that the right courses of action are included in the scenario process.  “Courses of 

action” are defined here as being larger than strategies, but smaller than scenarios; for 

example, “improve transportation operations” is a course of action, or “invest in new parks 
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and open space” or “encourage healthy lifestyles.”  Each of these courses of action should be 

able to be translated into some combination of strategies. 

 

A basic process for June, July, and early August follows: 

• Present scenario construction concepts to each working committee and gather 

consensus on the thematic method of organizing scenarios (complete). 

• Assign key CMAP staff in the appropriate subject areas to identify several options for 

courses of action (please note that there may not be exactly 4 courses of action for 

each area; anywhere from 3-8 is probably manageable).  For example, environmental 

staff will be asked to develop several alternative courses of action to meet our 

environmental goals. 

• Distribute these options to appropriate committee members (that is, environmental 

courses of action are run by the ENR committee) and others, and request electronic 

feedback. 

• Hold at least one conference call with interested parties from each committee to 

review feedback and ensure that the alternative courses of action identified are not 

missing major areas where action could be taken. 

 

Once the identification of courses of action is complete, staff will group the contributions 

from different groups into approximately four scenarios.  This may require combining or 

splitting identified courses of action, but should emphasize that nothing be lost.  This will 

take place in mid-August, and staff will keep stakeholders up to date electronically.  After 

additional feedback electronically or through key staff in late August, a recommendation to 

the Planning Coordinating Committee will be made in September. 

 

This process assumes that some consistency will be found among the courses of action 

identified by the working committees.  While this may seem difficult, a similar process was 

used to identify the major themes included in the vision.  In this process, each committee 

identified main ideas, which were then grouped by staff into major themes.  While 

terminologies differed, common areas of interest were found, and the contributions of the 

committees were able to be reflected in the final document. 

 

Request for comments 

 

CMAP staff have developed some potential courses of action, included as a separate 

attachment, that could be included as components of alternative scenarios.  These are meant 

as a starting point for discussion.  Please recall when reviewing these that a preferred 

scenario will likely contain elements from each of these – the purpose of the scenarios is to 

examine different alternatives and spark discussion about our priorities for actions and 

investments. 

 


